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Abstract: The 21st century is characterized by unpredictable and changing environments that require
individuals and organizations to adapt to these challenges and prepare for continuous transitions in
the work environment. Optimism and hope are positive resources that are key factors in navigating
this post-modern work scenario. Emotional intelligence can be considered as another important
variable in this context and furthermore, research has shown it can be increased through specific
training. The aim of the present study is to examine the contribution of emotional intelligence in
mediating the relationship between personality traits and both optimism and hope. The Big Five
Questionnaire (BFQ), the Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire (TEIQue-SF), the Life Orientation
Test Revised (LOT-R), and the Hope Scale (HS) were administered to 201 Italian workers. Correlations
among variables were calculated and mediation analyses were performed. The results showed that
the relationships between personality traits and both optimism and hope are mediated by emotional
intelligence. In particular, the contribution of emotional stability, agreeableness, and extraversion
on optimism was mediated by emotional intelligence; the contribution of extraversion, emotional
stability, and conscientiousness on hope was mediated by emotional intelligence. These results
open new possibilities for research and interventions to enhance the personal resources of workers
in the fluid scenario of the 21st century by promoting optimism and hope that are facilitated by
emotional intelligence in the perspective of enhancing psychological aspects of sustainability and
sustainable development.
Keywords: emotional intelligence; mediator; personality traits; optimism; hope; workers; psychology
of sustainability and sustainable development
1. Introduction
In the postmodern era, which is characterized by continuous changes and transitions, it is
important to foster individual resources [1–3], particularly in a primary prevention perspective that
highlights the importance to early intervene building strengths that lead to positive outcomes for
enhancing sustainability and sustainable development under a psychological point of view [4–9].
Within this framework, emotional intelligence represents a promising variable, because it can be
increased through specific trainings [10,11] differently from personality traits that can be considered
substantially stable in the literature [12].
In the study of emotional intelligence construct, it is possible to substantially distinguish
two different kinds of models [13]: ability-based models [14] and trait emotional intelligence
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models [15,16]. Ability-based models refer to cognitive abilities of emotional intelligence, as those
necessary to elaborate emotional information [17], whereas trait emotional intelligence models refer
to self-evaluation of one’s own emotional and social skills [15,16]. A traditional trait emotional
intelligence model is that by Bar-On [15] that refers to self-reported emotional intelligence in terms of
perception of emotional and social competences that determine as individuals relate with themselves
and with others and are able to face with environmental requests and pressures. A more recent
and accredited trait emotional intelligence model is that by Petrides and Furnham [16], where
trait emotional intelligence, called trait emotional self-efficacy, is considered as a constellation of
self-perception and emotional correlated dispositions that primarily refers to the personality domain.
The Petrides and Furnham [16] model can be considered as a more comprehensive model that includes
aspects of emotional intelligence, such as emotion expression, emotion regulation, and self-motivation,
which do not feature in the Bar-On model [15]. For this reason, in the present study, we refer to the
trait emotional intelligence model [16].
In the literature, emotional intelligence is associated to positive resources, such as
optimism [18–21] and hope [22,23]. Optimism was defined as a state of mind or attitude that is
associated to expectations that are related to social or material future, which the evaluator feels as
desirable for a personal advantage or pleasure [24]. Hope is a significant variable in the field of
positive psychology [25]. It is defined as the perceived capability to motivate oneself via agency and
derive pathways to desired goals [26]. Hope includes both agency and pathways dimensions. Agency
refers to the energy to undertake one’s own objectives and motivate oneself in times of difficulty
while pathways refers to the perception to be able to derive the paths that may be traveled to achieve
the desired objectives [26]. Having high emotional intelligence in terms of awareness of one’s own
emotions and emotions of others, expression of emotions, managing emotions, and the use of emotions
in problem solving permits both to have a more optimistic view of the future [18–21] and use emotions
for motivating themselves and to reach chosen objectives [22,23].
Regarding personality traits, studies carried out essentially on undergraduate students and that
analyzed relationships of optimism showed in particular associations that are inverse with neuroticism
and positive with extraversion [27–29]. Subsequent studies underlined, in addition to the relationships
of optimism with neuroticism and extraversion, also positive associations with agreeableness [30–33].
Conscientiousness resulted instead especially linked to forms of academic optimism [34]. A more
recent study [35] showed that optimism inversely correlated with neuroticism and positively with
extraversion and agreeableness. With regards to relationships between personality traits and hope,
positive associations were found between this construct and extraversion and conscientiousness,
whereas an inverse association emerged with neuroticism [36,37].
With regards to relationships between emotional intelligence and optimism, emotional intelligence
was considered as an antecedent of optimism [18], or, in some studies, emotional intelligence explained
a percentage of incremental variance with respect to optimism in relation to different outcomes such as
psychological adjustment [19] and resistance to stress [20]. In relation to hope, emotional intelligence
was considered as a predictor [22,23]. It is possible to notice that the mediation role of emotional
intelligence in the relationships between personality traits and both optimism and hope (and its
dimensions) has not been studied in the literature, and thus it could deserve an exploration.
Aim and Hypotheses
On the basis of the theoretical framework previously delineated, the aim of the present study
is to advance the research on emotional intelligence, examining its contribution in mediating the
relationship between personality traits and both optimism and hope (extending the study also in terms
of dimensions of hope) in Italian workers.
The following hypotheses were formulated:
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Hypothesis 1 (H1). The relationship between personality traits of emotional stability, agreeableness, and
extraversion and optimism [30–33,35] will be mediated by emotional intelligence.
Hypothesis 2 (H2). The relationship between personality traits of extraversion, emotional stability, and
conscientiousness and hope [36,37] will be mediated by emotional intelligence.
Hypothesis 3 (H3). The relationship between personality traits of extraversion, emotional stability, and
conscientiousness and agency dimension of hope [36,37] will be mediated by emotional intelligence.
Hypothesis 4 (H4). The relationship between personality traits of extraversion and emotional stability, and
conscientiousness and pathways dimension of hope [36,37] will be mediated by emotional intelligence.
2. Method
2.1. Participants
Participants were 201 Italian workers from public organizations in the Tuscany region (female: 69%;
males: 31%; mean age = 45.50 years, SD = 9.34). They were predominantly White Italians. Education
levels consisted of less than high school (17.41%), high school graduate (41.79%), and college degree
(40.80%). Participants voluntarily completed the questionnaire with waste being in the order of 10%.
2.2. Measures
Big Five Questionnaire (BFQ). The Big Five Questionnaire (BFQ) [38] was adopted to detect
personality traits. The BFQ contains 132 items with a response format on a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 = Absolutely false to 5 = Absolutely true. The questionnaire individuates five principal
personality traits with the following Cronbach’s alpha values: 0.84 for extraversion (example of item:
“I am often completely absorbed in my commitments and activities”), 0.73 for agreeableness (example
of item: “I hold in high regard the point of view of my colleagues”), 0.81 for conscientiousness (example
of item: “I usually take care of everything in the smallest details”); 0.90 for emotional stability (example
of item: “I have no trouble controlling my feelings”); and, 0.75 for openness (example of item: “I like
to keep myself informed of topics that are far from my areas of expertise”). Concerning convergent
validity, the BFQ factors showed positive correlations with the NEO Personality Inventory Revised
(NEO-PI-R) [12] and with the Stait-Trait Anxiety Inventory, Form x (STAI) [39] whereas with regard
to divergent validity, the BFQ factors did not correlate with the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale
(WAIS) [40].
Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire Short Form (TEIQue-SF) [41]. To evaluate trait emotional
intelligence, the Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire Short Form in the Italian version by Di
Fabio and Palazzeschi [42] was adopted. It is composed by 30 items drawn from the 153 item TEIQue
with a response format on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = Completely disagree to 7 = Completely agree).
Examples of items are: “Expressing my emotions with words is not a problem for me”; “I often find it
difficult to see things from another person’s viewpoint”. The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.81. Correlations
of the TEIQue-SF with Bar-On Emotional Quotient Inventory (Bar-On EQ-i) [15] and the Mayer Salovey
Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test (MSCEIT) [43] underlined a good construct validity.
Life Orientation Test-revised (LOT-r). To evaluate optimism, the Life Orientation Test-revised [24]
in the Italian version by Giannini, Schuldberg, Di Fabio, and Gargaro [44] was adopted. This scale
consists of 10 items on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 0 = Strongly disagree to 4 = Strongly agree.
Examples of items are: “In uncertain times, I usually expect the best”; “Overall, I expect more good
things to happen to me than bad”. The Italian version of the LOT-r has a one-dimensional factorial
structure. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.81. Positive correlations between the Italian version
of the LOT-r and the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale [45] showed a good concurrent validity.
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Hope Scale (HS). To evaluate hope, we adopted the Hope Scale [26,46] in the Italian version by
Di Fabio (2014). The scale is composed of 12 items with an eight-point Likert scale response format
from 1 = Definitely False to 8 = Definitely True. The scale is bi-dimensional and permits to detect two
dimensions: Pathways (example of item “I can think of many ways to get out of a jam”) and Agency
(example of item “I energetically pursue my goals”). Regarding reliability, the Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients were 0.87 for the total score, 0.88 for Agency, and 0.86 for Patway. Correlations of the
Italian version of the Hope Scale with the Student Perceived Employability Scale (SPES) [47] and the
Career Decision Self Efficacy Scale Short Form (CDSES-SF) [48] underlined an adequate concurrent
validity of the scale.
2.3. Procedure and Data Analysis
The study assured respondents anonymity and confidentiality. The questionnaire included
a statement regarding the personal data treatment, in accordance with the Italian privacy law
(Law Decree DL-196/2003). The workers authorized and approved the use of anonymous/collective
data for possible future scientific publications. Because the data was collected anonymously and the
research investigated psycho-social variables not adopting a medical perspective, ethical approval was
not sought. The participants voluntarily filled the questionnaires. The instruments were administered
to groups of respondents by trained psychologists during their job. The order of administration was
counterbalanced to control the effect of presentation. Pearson’s r correlations among variables were
calculated to test the possibility of performing a mediation analysis. We included the variables that
were associated on the basis of the literature, and among them we comprised those that correlated
more than 0.30. Analyses of mediation [49] propose that evidence for mediation is found by examining
the joint significance of the path from the independent variable (IV) to the mediator (α) and the path
from the mediator to the outcome (β) after accounting for the effects of the IV. Evidence for mediation
requires a significant association between the IV and change in the mediator (α), and either a significant
main effect of changes in the mediator on changes in the outcome (β) or a significant effect of the
interaction between the IV and change in the mediator on changes in the outcome (β′). Specifically,
we used a regression based model that was developed for the analysis of mediation effects [50]. Finally,
the analysis reported the effect sizes for the mediator, i.e., the proportion of the effect of the IV that
was accounted for by the mediator.
3. Results
Correlations were reported in Table 1.
Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations between Personality traits (BFQ), Optimism
(LOT-r), Hope (HS), Emotional Intelligence.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1. BFQ E -
2. BFQ A 0.23 ** -
3. BFQ C 0.19 ** 0.23 ** -
4. BFQ ES 0.23 ** 0.32 ** 0.09 -
5. BFQ O 0.41 ** 0.48 ** 0.05 0.26 ** -
6. LOT-r 0.38 ** 0.41 ** 0.11 0.49 ** 0.34 ** -
7. HS 0.47 ** 0.30 ** 0.32 ** 0.40 ** 0.34 ** 0.51 ** -
8. HS Agency 0.44 ** 0.30 ** 0.38 ** 0.38 ** 0.29 ** 0.47 ** 0.89 ** -
9. HS
Pathways 0.41 ** 0.24 ** 0.21 ** 0.34 ** 0.32 ** 0.45 ** 0.91 ** 0.63 ** -
10. TEIQue-SF 0.44 ** 0.45 ** 0.30 ** 0.52 ** 0.41 ** 0.62 ** 0.58 ** 0.58 ** 0.47 ** -
M 73.62 84.38 80.34 72.45 83.13 20.28 45.34 23.00 22.35 150.18
SD 8.80 8.91 9.91 13.16 9.35 3.97 8.03 4.28 4.63 20.01
α 0.80 0.73 0.78 0.87 0.84 0.79 0.82 0.76 0.78 0.84
Note. N = 201. ** p < 0.01.
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The mediation analysis with optimism as dependent variable was reported below.
In line with our hypothesis, emotional stability exerted a significant positive indirect effect on
optimism through emotional intelligence (β = 0.08, p < 0.001). The biased-corrected bootstrapping
confidence interval for the indirect effect did not contain zero, 95% CI [0.02, 0.10]. After controlling for
emotional intelligence, there was a significant positive direct effect of emotional stability on optimism,
β = 0.07, p < 0.001. The effect of the mediator was significant, with an effect size of 20% (i.e., r2 = 0.20).
The results are illustrated in Figure 1.
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The mediation analysis with hope as the dependent variable was reported below.
In line with our hypothesis, extraversion exerted a significant positive indirect effect on hope
through emotional intelligence (β = 0.18, p < 0.001). The biased-corrected bootstrapping confidence
interval for the indirect effect did not contain zero, 95% CI [0.12, 0.28]. After controlling for emotional
intelligence, there was a significant positive direct effect of extraversion on hope, β = 0.35, p < 0.001.
The effect of the mediator was significant with an effect size of 16%. The results are illustrated in
Figure 4.
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The mediation analysis with agency dimension of hope as the dependent variable was
reported below.
In line with our hypothesis, extraversion exerted a significant positive indirect effect on agency
dimension of hope through emotional intelligence (β = 0.10, p < 0.001). The biased-corrected
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bootstrapping confidence interval for the indirect effect did not contain zero, 95% CI [0.06, 0.15].
After controlling for emotional intelligence, there was a significant positive direct effect of extraversion
on agency dimension of hope, β = 0.11, p < 0.001. The effect of the mediator was significant with an
effect size of 15%. The results are illustrated in Figure 7.Sustainability 2018, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW  7 of 14 
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interval for the indirect effect did not contain zero, 95% CI [0.04, 0.10]. After controlling for emotional
intelligence, there was a significant positive direct effect of conscientiousness on the agency dimension
of hope, β = 0.10, p < 0.001. The effect of the mediator was significant, with an effect size of 10%.
The results are illustrated in Figure 9.
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Conscientiousness exerted a significant positive indirect effect on pathways dimension of hope
through emotional intelligence (β = 0.06, p < 0.001). The biased-corrected bootstrapping confidence
interval for the indirect effect did not contain zero, 95% CI [0.03, 0.10]. After controlling for emotional
intelligence, there was a significant positive direct effect of conscientiousness on pathways dimension
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of hope, β = 0.04, p < 0.05. The effect of the mediator was significant with an effect size of 4%.
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4. Discussion
This study examined the contribution of emotional intelligence in mediating the relationship
between personality traits and positive resources, such as optimism and hope with Italian workers.
Hypothesis 1 stating that the contribution of emotional stability, agreeableness, and extraversion on
optimism will be mediated by emotional intelligence was confirmed. Our results show that emotional
intelligence can be regarded as a mediator of the contribution of these three personality traits on
optimism. Thus, besides personality factors directly contributing to optimism, there is also a route
via emotional intelligence: people high in emotional stability, agreeableness, and extraversion are not
only more optimistic, but also higher in emotional intelligence, which, in turn, increases optimism. So,
our results suggest the role of emotional intelligence as a mediator between these three personality
traits and optimism defined as a more positive state of mind in terms of expectations that are related
to social or material future [24]. More in detail, emotional intelligence in particular mediates the
relationship between emotional stability and optimism, suggesting that emotional intelligence could
contribute to manage emotions positively in relation to an optimistic state of mind regarding the
future. Secondarily emotional intelligence mediates also the relationships between agreeableness
and optimism and between extraversion and optimism, suggesting that positive self-evaluation of
one’s own emotional and social skills could be valuable regarding personality traits characterized by
relations with others in relation to optimism.
Hypotheses 2 stated that the contribution of extraversion, emotional stability, and
conscientiousness on hope will be mediated by emotional intelligence, which were confirmed as well.
Therefore, besides these three personality factors directly contributing to hope, there is also a route
via emotional intelligence: people high in extraversion, emotional stability, and conscientiousness
have not only more hope, but are also higher in emotional intelligence, which, in turn, increases
their hope. Our results thus highlight the role of emotional intelligence as a mediator between
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the personality traits of extraversion, emotional stability, conscientiousness, and hope in terms of
goal-directed determination and planning of ways to meet goals [26,46]. Among these three different
personality traits, emotional intelligence mediates in particular the relationship between extraversion
and hope, suggesting that the perceived evaluation of one’s own emotional and social skills seems to
give its major contribution in relation to a personality trait characterized by relations with others and
hope. Secondarily emotional intelligence mediates also the relationship between emotional stability
and hope and also between conscientiousness and hope, suggesting a role of emotional intelligence
both in managing emotion and in using perseverance and scrupulosity in relation to hope in terms of
goal-directed determination and definition of paths to reach one’s own goals [26,46].
Differences in personality traits that are associated with the two considered constructs (optimism
and hope) also emerged in the mediating role of emotional intelligence. For optimism the
higher relationship was with emotional stability whereas for hope the higher relationship was
with extraversion. Emotional intelligence mediates more in the relationship between emotional
stability and optimism and in the relationship between extraversion and hope. These results are
in line with the literature, because optimism seems particularly related with aspects of emotion
management [30–32,35,38], whereas hope seems more associated to aspects relative to extraversion
as trust and enthusiasm towards others, ability to affirm one’s own point of view, tendency to be
actively engaged [36,37], and emotional intelligence emerged both as an antecedent of optimism [18]
and as a predictor [22,23] of hope. The results showed also other specificities. In addition to the
emotional stability, optimism was associated also with agreeableness and extraversion. In addition to
extraversion, hope was associated also with emotional stability and conscientiousness. In all of these
relationships, emotional intelligence acts as mediator giving a contribution to clarify the nature of these
relationships: for optimism emotional intelligence seems secondly mediate more in relation to aspects
connected to altruism, taking care of others, give emotional support [35], and also trust and enthusiasm
towards others, whereas for hope to aspects relative to emotion management and also to scrupulosity
and perseverance. Also, the third and the fourth hypotheses in relation to the two dimensions of
hope were confirmed. On the basis of the results, emotional intelligence has a mediating function in
the relationship between the personality traits of extraversion, emotional stability, conscientiousness
and both the agency dimensions of hope (third hypothesis) and the pathways dimensions of hope
(fourth hypothesis) in this study. In particular, the results showed that emotional intelligence has a
mediating function more between extraversion and agency than between extraversion and pathways,
suggesting that perceived emotional intelligence is able to give a contribution in particular in the
relationship between extraversion as trust and enthusiasm towards others, ability to affirm one’s
own point of view, tendency to be actively engaged [36,37], and the energy to undertake one’s own
objectives and motivate oneself in times of difficulty (agency dimension) than the perceived capability
to derive the paths to achieve the desired objectives (pathways dimension) [26,46], suggesting that
emotional intelligence could contribute especially in relation to aspects that regard goal-directed
determination. Anyway, emotional intelligence is able to give a contribution in terms of mediation
between the three traits of personality (extraversion, emotional stability, conscientiousness) and both
the two dimensions of agency and pathways of hope. Finally, it is possible to note that emotional
intelligence mediates more the relationship between personality traits and optimism with respect to
the relationship between personality traits and hope, suggesting that emotional intelligence could
offer a particular contribution in promoting a more positive state of mind or attitude associated to
expectations that are related to social or material future [24], so it is fundamental to better face the
challenges of the 21st century. Regarding personality traits, emotional stability and extraversion were
associated to both optimism and hope, whereas agreeableness was associated only with optimism and
conscientiousness was associated only with hope, underlining the importance of emotions and impulse
control and characteristics of dynamism and dominance both for optimism and hope and a specificity
in terms of characteristics of cooperativeness and cordiality for optimism and of scrupulosity and
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perseverance for hope that also includes aspects relative to motivation and perception to be able to
realize objective and pursue pathways.
Notwithstanding, the present study showed the mediating role of emotional intelligence in the
relationship between personality traits and both optimism and hope in Italian workers, the following
limitations of the study should be noted. The results of the present study are not generalizable since it
was carried out on a group of Italian workers in the Tuscany region that is not fully representative
of Italian reality. Future research should therefore expand the study to participants from different
geographical areas and from different organizations. Further research is also needed with other groups
(e.g., high school students and university students) and also conducted in other national contexts.
Future research could also examine these relationships, when considering different trait emotional
intelligence models, such, for example, also the Bar-On [15] model and also ability-based emotional
intelligence model [14]. Since this is a first study on the mediation role of emotional intelligence in the
relationships between personality traits and both optimism and hope, future research is needed to set
one model, including all of the Big Five domains, emotional intelligence, and optimism (and/or hope),
and also examining the different sub-domains of emotional intelligence as mediators.
Despite these limitations, the results add to the literature showing the mediating role of trait
emotional intelligence in the relationships between personality traits and the positive resources
as optimism and hope in the perspective of the psychology of sustainability and sustainable
development [51–53].
5. Conclusions
Optimism and hope are positive resources that are key factors in facing the challenges of the
post-modern scenario. Emotional intelligence can be considered as another important variable in
this context and furthermore research has shown it can be increased through specific training [10,11],
differently from personality traits that can be considered stable in the literature [12]. Emotional
intelligence with its role of mediator in the relationships between personality traits and both optimism
and hope could respond to the goal number eight (decent work and economic growth) of the
seventeenth UNESCO Sustainable Goals. To promote decent work, it is important to enhance individual
resources for coping and adapting to changes in the world of work [54]. It is thus essential to early
promote positive resources strengthening trait emotional intelligence to better cope with changes,
challenges, and continuous transitions [55] characterizing the liquid scenario of the world of work
in the 21st century. In conclusion, if the results of the present study will be further confirmed in
future research, trait emotional intelligence could be considered promising to early promote positive
individual resources going beyond personality traits.
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